attract Dickinson, who shared them. Yet she never refers to any specific work of Thoreau, in contrast to the documented references to Emerson.3 She does mention him, however, on two occasions in letters. The first, in 1866, is addressed to her sister-in-law, Susan Gilbert Dickinson: "Was the Sea cordial? Kiss him for Thoreau."4 Thomas Johnson's editorial speculation is that Susan and Austin had been vacationing at the seashore, and since Thoreau's Cape Cod had been published in 1865, perhaps Emily and Susan had been discussing it.
The second letter, in 1881, is addressed to Louise and Frances Norcross, Emily's cousins. After telling them about a recent fire, she writes: "The fire-bells are oftener now, almost, than the church-bells. Thoreau would wonder which did the most harm."5 This observation suggests familiarity with Thoreau's frequent criticism of established churches as stultifying to the individual religious spirit. It might also suggest familiarity with the episode of the fire accidentally set by Thoreau and his friend Edward Hoar in May 1844, while on a fishing trip near Walden Pond. Although Thoreau turned in the fire alarm, the blaze destroyed a sizable section of the woods. Apparently the event received considerable notoriety in and around Concord.6 In addition to these two references in letters, tantalizing bits and pieces occur here and there which, in the aggregate, suggest more than her casual awareness of Thoreau. In 1879, Dickinson wrote to T. W. Higginson to thank him for sending her a copy of his recently published Short Studies of American Authors, a book containing brief critical studies of Hawthorne, Poe, Howells, Helen Hunt Jackson, Henry James, and-Thoreau. Significantly, she mentions all the authors except Thoreau, almost as if she deliberately avoided mention of him, perhaps for fear of disagreeing with Higginson's evaluation by her reply. She implies as much by the half-concealed 3 Jack L. Capps, Emily Dickinson's Reading (Cambridge, 1966), 173-174. 4 I have frequently seen a poet withdraw, having enjoyed the most valuable part of a farm, while the crusty farmer supposed that he had got a few wild apples only. Why, the owner does not know it for many years when a poet has put his farm in rhyme, the most admirable kind of invisible fence, has fairly impounded it, milked it, skimmed it, and got all the cream, and left the farmer only the skimmed milk.l5
Poetry and art, and the fairest and most memorable of the actions of men, date from such an hour (97).
If we respected only what is inevitable and has a right to be, music and poetry would resound along the streets.... The poet or the artist never yet had so fair and noble a design but some of his posterity at least could accomplish it (103) (104) (105) 
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save property from the flames, but.. to see it burn. .. even if it were the parish church itself" (lol). Almost certainly this must have prompted her comment in the 1881 letter: "The fire-bells are oftener now, almost, than the church-bells. Thoreau would wonder which did the most harm." Still, the question remains, is there evidence in her poetry that she did, in fact, draw materials from this particular chapter? The answer can be specific.
There are striking similarities between "I heard a Fly buzzwhen I died," one of Dickinson's most often discussed poems, and "Where I Lived and What I Lived For," the philosophical center of Walden. These similarities in words and phrases and the images they convey are concentrated in three closely grouped paragraphs, although similar echoes occur at intervals throughout the chapter. In the following quoted passages, the italicized words indicate either exact similarities, or slightly altered forms, or synonyms. Corresponding numbers are placed above the words to facilitate identification. If men would steadily observe realities only, and not allow themselves to be deluded, life, to compare it with such things as we know, would be like a fairy tale and the Arabian Nights' Entertainments.... I perceive that we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we do because our vision does not penetrate the surface of things.... And we are enabled to apprehend at all what is sublime and noble only by the perpetual instilling and drenching of the reality that surrounds us.... If you stand right fronting and face to face to a fact, you will see the sun glimmer on both its surfaces ... and feel its sweet edge dividing you through the heart and marrow, and so you will happily conclude your mortal career. Be it life or death, we crave only reality (103-106).
His formula seems clear: hold a steady gaze on facts, on reality; do not allow the vision to be distracted "by every nutshell and mosquito's wing that falls," and the sublime, cosmic truths of the Transcendental universe will reveal themselves. Dickinson, then, would take Thoreau's formula and apply it to her own familiar world. "I heard a Fly buzz-when I died" is her effort to take Thoreau's instructions in earnest, to deter-mine for herself whether the Transcendental harmony would be revealed if she held an undiverted gaze on the fact. The much-discussed fly becomes, in effect, the empirical fact of her poem.17 She would follow Thoreau's injunctions to the letter. Let the senses hold steadily on "the essential facts of life"; avoid "shams and delusions"; above all, observe a rigid economy and "Simplify, simplify." Thoreau had urged, "drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms." Almost literally following his advice, she drives life into a corner, that final corner in the room occupied by the persona of her poem. For could she, after all, have found "corners" in nature? Had not Emerson said in "Uriel" that "Line in nature is not found; / Unit and universe are round?"18 Could Thoreau really find that "corner" at Walden? Corners require angles, and angles require lines, not circles. Thoreau had a house, to be sure; but by his own admission, it was really not so much a house as it was "a sort of crystallization around" him, open to the elements so that he "did not need to go out doors to take the air, for the atmosphere within had lost none of its freshness" (93). No common, ordinary, workaday corners there. Really, as he said, his corner of the world was more like "some remote and more celestial corner of the system" (95). And, after all, would it not be rather rare that when one "'came to die" he would have the good fortune to die in the freshness of the air of the Walden house rather than in the confines of the sickroom? Would it not be more accurate to shift the scene to a more likely location for death, such as a home in a New England village, with the room overheated and overcrowded with the family and friends? Would the air supply not be limited and depleted by the waiting mourners whose "breaths were gathering firm"? But there would be "real" corners there, and life could be honestly tested. Now what happens is this. In her effort to be absolutely objective, Dickinson instinctively assumes the method of the ironist: recognizing that perceptual error is always a possibility, she deliberately refrains from any generalization. No satire is intended. She had perceptions that were too broad, too inclusive for her to be the satirist. She is not the debunker, trying to ridicule or discredit the metaphysics of Transcendentalism. To the contrary, she is simply testing Thoreau's assumptions, hoping even to find them passing the test. They do not. But her irony is not preconceived. It is simply that in her scrupulous objectivity, in her intense concentration on letting the senses honestly respond to the object of vision-the fly-she instinctively employs the method of the ironist: restraint, understatement, control. Simply the synesthetic confusion of life's "uncertain blue buzz." Thoreau had been distressed that "most men . . . are in a strange uncertainty about" life. One must be certain. One must affirm. And yet? Dickinson had "reduced life to its lowest terms," had driven it "into a corner," and found its song to be a "Blue-uncertain stumbling Buzz." Man's earthly radio is not tuned to the mosquito's cosmic hum. The ground station receives only the uncertain static of the fly's blue buzz.
Walden's airy images shifted to the closed poem can be confined, can be tightly held under the gaze of reality. Again, following Thoreau's injunction, Dickinson wants to "steadily observe realities only" and allow her vision to "penetrate the surface of things." She will "drench" herself in reality and "stand right fronting and face to face to a fact." Thoreau had said "we crave only reality" and had promised that from an honest fix on the real, life would be seen for what it actually was: "a fairy tale and the Arabian Nights' Entertainments," something "sublime and noble." New England inhabitants live a "mean" life because their "vision does not penetrate the surface of things." Dickinson, as a New Englander, accepts the challenge. The fly is a fact and a reality, life reduced to its lowest terms. Trap it in the room at the crucial moment of death; rivet the senses on it. The sublime revelation will follow. Thoreau had promised as much.
But the epiphany does not follow. No Arabian Nights. The sun does not glimmer on the surfaces of the fact. The "inter-vals of a gentle rainstorm in August" become the "Stillness in the Air-Between the Heaves of Storm." The persona gasps for air; there is no baptismal or life-giving rain, no renewal, no "everlasting vigor and fertility of the world." The woodthrush does not sing around; he is not heard. Only the dry eyes of the mourners are around; only the "song" of the fly is heard. "The Eyes around-had wrung them dry." No purifying rain can come from them. Vision is difficult for dry eyes. And it is vision, in fact, which is the ultimate subject of this poem, and of "Where I Lived and What I Lived For," and of Walden itself.
For had not Emerson, Thoreau, and even Whitman (although one must assume his influence was negligible since she said that she had "never read his Book"19) defined the poet as seer, sayer, prophet, and priest? The poet, first of all, must have clear vision-he must see. Then, he must say-he must articulate. Then, he must prophesy for future generations. Then, he must perform priestly sacraments. But first, he must see. All else depends on that.
Thoreau had seen through shams and delusions at Walden Pond, and he had articulated in beautiful prose, and he had prophesied more dawn to come, and he had performed his priestly rites with holy water from the pond. But could it be that the purifying waters of Walden had, perhaps, filtered the reality? What had he seen? Mind you, he saw during the intervals of that gentle rainstorm. The air and water were perfectly still; the thrush was singing around; and the water, full of light and aided by the clear portion of the air above it, became "a lower heaven itself." Looking between green hills, he could see higher ones tinged with blue. If he stood on tiptoe, he could glimpse still bluer peaks which became "those trueblue coins from heaven's own mint." For him, the earth was insulated and cradled by the intervening water, while he dwelt on dry land. Had the sacred glass mirrored a heaven that really did not exist? Was it truth or a mirage? Thoreau had admitted that, even from his vantage point at Walden, "in The critic grasps for adequate ways to explain Dickinson's startling accomplishment. Her plan had been precise and ingenious-audacious, almost, in its simplicity. She would move the Walden images indoors, place them inside a room during the crucial experience of death, "drive life into a corner," and let the images speak. And all the Walden images are there: the hum of the insect, the intervals between the storm, the stillness in the air, the light, the blue, the windows, the uncertainty, the moment of death. These were the furnishings of her room. She had set up an imagistic laboratory in which to test pragmatically Thoreau's Transcendental credo.
Willa Gather, in her theory of fiction, spoke for the novel demeuble-the novel unfurnished. She, as Thomas Wolfe said of F. Scott Fitzgerald, was a member of the school of "takerouters" rather than the "putter-inners."21 Dickinson, without question, is a "taker-outer," and her room is an unfurnished one. And it is this Spartan simplicity that allows her images to assume prominence. In the world of her poem, in the small room stripped of furnishings the images carry extraordinary weight. There are no unnecessary chairs over which to stumble, and the images march unimpeded to their destination.
Literally Hopefully, then, by interpreting Dickinson's poem in terms of the transposed Walden images, one gains insight into a further dimension of an already multidimensional poem. Perhaps, too, one gains increased awareness of just how Dickinson responded to one of the major philosophical doctrines of her day. Judged by her response in this particular poem, her art takes on increased qualities of irony. By denying the poet Transcendental vision, by denying him as "seer," she has, in truth, achieved an astonishing kind of vision and insight. By recognizing human limitation, and above all by conveying this recognition in remarkably restrained imagery, she becomes the seer by refusing to see, the sayer by refusing to speak, the prophet by refusing to prophesy, and the priest by refusing to perform liturgical rites. Thoreau would have applauded this kind of economy.
